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In recent years, an increasing amount of research has been conducted on the topic
of personal spiritual practices, such as prayer. Fewer studies have been conducted on
reasons for changes in the frequency of such practices within the church. Those that have
addressed church behavior have most often measured attendance and membership. It is
the goal of this study to conceptualize potential causes for changes in personal prayer
practice at one church. A yearlong marketing campaign was used to help increase church
attenders’ frequency of the personal spiritual practice of prayer. Two cross-sectional
studies were conducted one-year apart and revealed a significant increase in prayer.
Possible reasons for this change, limitations and suggestions for further research will be
discussed
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Introduction
“Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, Thy
will be done in earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us
our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from
evil: For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen.” (Holy
Bible, King James Version, 2009, Matthew 6:9–13). Individuals pray for various reasons
and in many ways. But does it matter if people pray and should a religious organization
like a church be concerned with how often? Can and should these subjective behaviors be
measured?
Prayer, for most individuals who consider themselves Christian, is a spiritual
practice or discipline of the faith. “Spiritual disciplines are the intentional and regular
practices of Christ-followers which position them before God, so He can transform them.
The spiritual disciplines include, but are not limited to, Bible reading, prayer, fasting,
journaling, serving, meditation, giving and worship” (Call, 2011, p. 7).
Prayer takes on a different meaning and function for different individuals. Prayer
has been described as “thoughts, attitudes and actions designed to express or experience
connection with the sacred” (McCullough & Larson,1999, p.96). In light of this
description, individuals would be attempting to have a connection with God. Another
way of understanding prayer might be to consider it a “vehicle for communication with
God” (Matthews, 1998, p.198).
In research conducted by Bade and Cook (2008), several reasons for why
individuals found prayer important were revealed. The study included Christian churches
and universities. Responses revealed that “Ask God to help me through difficult times,
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Pray for strength to handle difficulties, Pray for God to lead me in the right direction, and
Give thanks” were the top four prayer functions. If individuals pray more often, they
would receive more of the benefits of the spiritual practice of prayer “which position(s)
them before God, so He can transform them” (Call, 2011, p.7). Because of this, church
leadership should be interested with the amount that congregants pray.
Churches take on the role of helping facilitate these spiritual practices so
individuals can have a relationship with God and allow God to transform them. In order
for churches to know if they are being effective in this role it is necessary for them to
measure the personal spiritual practices of individuals who attend their churches. If
church leaders were aware of their chosen methods, they would understand how to better
facilitate spiritual growth for those they lead. This would make them more effective as
spiritual leaders.
The measure of an individual’s growth in spirituality is often not measured due to
the highly subjective nature of an individual’s spiritual life. Regardless of the difficulty
associated with this behavior, it is no less important for churches to be able to evaluate
data, which reflects the effectiveness of spiritual growth strategies. Focus is given to
attendance within the church, as commonly recorded by attendance records. This might
suggest it is more common for a church to record the number of individuals who attend
the church for a meeting or worship service than it is for a church to attempt to determine
the spiritual health of the individuals who attend. Collecting data on a church’s
attendance takes fewer steps and effort than assessing the personal prayer practices of an
individual. A misconception from only measuring attendance is that attendance might
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equate to a level of spiritual engagement that may not be present. In other words, church
attendance does not necessarily equate spiritual growth or maturity.
The question should be asked, “How much do you pray?” and not simply “Do you
pray?” By calling prayer a “spiritual practice”, it signifies that this is a behavior that is to
be done in some kind of reoccurring pattern. The goal of this practice, prayer, would be
to position oneself before God for the purpose of transformation. As shown by the
research of Bade and Cook (2008), individuals are requesting help and transformation in
areas of guidance and personal life struggles. Based on the research from Call (2011) and
Bade and Cook (2008), increasing the frequency of prayer would increase the amount of
perceived transformation and help individuals receive, and that is the goal of what the
church is facilitating. The quantifying research approach of personal spiritual practice is
less common, but needed if strategies are going to be formed around how to encourage a
behavioral change.
The number of those who report engaging in the personal spiritual practice of
prayer is declining (General Social Survey, 2012). The individuals who reported
experiencing the greatest increase in prayer are those who have moved from never
praying to beginning praying. The gap between those who pray and those who do not has
grown (Baker, 2008). To better understand how increases are influenced in the frequency
of prayer, it is beneficial to study churches that report such an increase from it
congregants. In looking at a church that has shown an increase in prayer frequency, it is
important to consider what factors could have had an impact on an individual’s prayer
frequency.

3

The research question that guided this study is, “what factors have an impact on
the prayer frequency of individuals within a church congregation?” To help to identify
potential factors, a church with an increase in frequency is considered. This study
considers what elements and circumstances encouraged individuals to increase their
spiritual practice of prayer. The focus will be on one church that experienced an increase
in prayer frequency. It is being asked if practices being utilized by this church could help
to increase the personal spiritual practice of individuals. The study will help to answer if
what the church was intentionally doing had an impact on individual behavior, or if the
changes or were more likely to come from influences that were not intentional by the
church. The factors that could have had an impact on prayer frequency will be
considered.
With the reported frequency of prayer decreasing (General Social Survey, 2012),
the need for strategies to engage individuals in this personal spiritual practice is of
increasing importance. If the practices utilized by this church are effective, they might
also be effective for other churches. Other churches would be able to apply similar
methods to help congregants increase in prayer, which would help church leaders be
more effective in their role. Ultimately, more people would be in communication with
God for the purpose of personal transformation. The body of research on methods to
increase prayer frequency could be furthered with the research of this church that showed
an increase. This research will also further the advancement of practice within local
churches. Church leadership can benefit from data based strategies for the advancement
of personal spiritual practices. This would ultimately assist them in their goal of
facilitating the relationship between God and those who identify as His followers. Along
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with the encouragement of resources being used, communication and education given,
the impact of a major non-planned event in the church will also be considered in this
study, specifically, a moral failure in church leadership.
Literature Review
In reviewing the literature to identify potential reasons for the change in prayer
frequency at this church, two major areas are considered. Changes in the way prayer is
promoted as a value and circumstantial causes, as in the moral failure of the leader, are
considered. The changes made by leadership to increase the communication of the value
of prayer will be reviewed. Examples of such methods producing behavior change will
also be explored. The next topic of possible explanation will be the connection to prayer
as a coping mechanism due to the traumatic nature of changes within the church during
the time the data was collected.
Benefits of Prayer
Prayer is perceived to have benefits such as increased coping, strength and life
direction (Bade and Cook, 2008). It is important to consider how to help individuals
increase in this beneficial practice. Asking the questions like, “Do you pray?” is common
within research such as Gallup polling (Gallup, 2002). Baker (2008) has noted that the
majority of research on prayer has centered on health outcomes. From findings in the
2005 Baylor Religion Survey, Baker (2008) suggests prayer as a coping mechanism from
a theoretical standpoint.
As Baker (2008) has described, prayer, from a sociological standpoint, could
primarily be considered a coping mechanism. There is a growing body of research that
suggests prayer as an effective method of coping in health related contexts (Bearon &
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Koenig, 1990; Hank & Schaan, 2008; ap Siôn & Nash, 2013). This connection to a higher
power has been studied for its effectiveness in pain reduction and acceptance of difficult
life situations (Tait, Currier & Harris, 2016).
It is becoming more recommended within the healthcare community to encourage
those struggling with illness to pray. As a form of treatment of pain management and
coping, prayer has been shown to be effective (Wachholtz & Sambamthoori, 2013). From
years 2002-2007, research shows an increase in reported effectiveness. This increase is
greater in the medical health field than the mental health field, which showed less change
(Wachholtz & Sambamthoori, 2011).
Prayer has also been researched in its effectiveness with veterans in coping with
the trauma experiences and the transition when returning home from service (Tait et al.,
2016). Prayer was proven effective in assisting veterans’ disclosure of trauma and
adjusting to civilian life. Decker (2007) contributes that prayer assists in coping by
helping veterans to find meaning. This meaning would include both meaning from
experiences while in combat and also finding meaning in daily life now they have
returned to a life of less stimulation and perceived importance.
Schnittker (2001), in researching the impact of prayer on depression found it to
have significant stress-buffering effects. In times of stress, individuals might be drawn to
reach out to a higher power for peace and comfort. Several studies have shown the impact
of prayer on the symptoms of depression (Loewenthal, Cinnirella, Evdoka & Murphy,
2001). It is shown that prayer is an effective and healthy technique for those who are
experiencing depression or who are experiencing both bodily and emotional pain
(Wachholtz & Sambamthoori, 2013). While there is less research in mental health and
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fewer perceived benefits, ‘‘There is an overall positive relationship between many
measures of religiosity and measures of mental health” (Loewenthal et al., 2001, p.295).
If a church’s goal is to increase prayer and spiritual life practices, they must promote
prayer to congregants through marketing. The communication of the importance of
prayer will have an impact on how effective a church is on reaching that goal.
Marketing in the Church
To start with a common understanding of what marketing is and how the
application will be made in the church context, the American Marketing Association
(2016) defines marketing as, “Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and processes
for creating, communicating, delivering and exchanging offerings that have value for
customers, clients, partners and society at large.” With this understanding of how
marketing provides value to an organization and therefore a group of people, it is
understood that churches use marketing to serve those who attend church and consume
the products offered. These products focus on religious teaching and community.
Teaching and community is intended to result in influence in personal principles, beliefs,
one’s life vision and individual behavior. If the goal of a non-profit organization such as a
church is to communicate goals effectively, then the use of marketing practice should be
considered an option for improvement (Angheluţă, Strâmbu-Dima & Zaharia, 2009).
From the perspective of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977), it is the job of
leaders to serve those they lead. From this standpoint, it is of greatest importance to give
followers the tools to grow in their spiritual life. Greenleaf (1977) describes servant
leadership as an act that starts with a desire to serve others; this later transforms into a
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leadership role. With the perspective of this type of leadership, the marketing that a
church uses is not for personal gain but of the follower.
Marketing in the church is a newer concept in term but not in practice. Businesses
and larger and growing churches have adopted more marketing techniques in recent
years. Research around the effectiveness of church marketing has been conducted on the
topic of individuals becoming members of the church (Webb, 2012). Church research as
it pertains to marketing has mostly been centered on the topic of membership and
attendance (White & Simas, 2008). White and Simas (2008) found a positive correlation
between efforts of market-orientation and the target market. It was also found that the
amount of resources it takes it make this kind of impact is most common in larger
churches with funds to make an impact on the market. It has also been suggested that
church members have stronger organizational commitments when brand and image is
stronger (Stevens, 2005).
Marketing research has more history within the for-profit sector than within the
non-profit sector. There is a large and growing body of research that shows a link
between marketing and business performance. Many believe it gives a strong advantage
to engage in a market-oriented culture (Hunt & Morgón, 1995). The advantage of this
practice was not adopted in the non-profit world until years later. There is a sense of
unity when individuals come together. A “unifying focus for the efforts and projects of
individuals”, is one of the benefits of a strong marketing campaign (Kohli & Jaworski,
1990, p.13). In organizations where this “unifying focus” would be a benefit, it is natural
that non-profits, such as churches, would consider this an option for an increase in
impact.
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In more recent years, there has been an increase in the amount of research
conducted on the topic of marketing techniques within churches (Abreu, 2006; Santos &
Mathews, 2001; Sargeant, 2005). The brand that a church carries has also come into
consideration (Abreu, 2006). Non-profits and churches have continued to increase their
utilization of these methods as the effectiveness is proven and become more common.
The perception of marketing and branding in the church has it conflicts. Thoughts on the
appropriateness of considering religion as a “good” is varied but some have argued that
church attenders view church as a brand. With this in consideration, the effectiveness of
that brand is in need of being measured if improvement is to be gained (Mulyanegara,
2011). Djupe (2000) suggested a relationship between religion and products; if this were
the case, then a loyalty would be able to be developed. This could be considered a
denomination in this context as one might think of a franchise for a business. Einstein
(2008) makes the argument for this kind of branding practice within the church. This is to
give greater meaning to the organization and the practices they encourage. This would, in
turn, help individuals on their spiritual journey by strengthening the understanding and
meaning of that organization’s role in one’s life. This would be an experienced benefit of
branding within the church context. As argued by Stevens, Loudon, Wrenn, and Cole
(2005), the perception that a community and attenders have of a church will have an
impact of retention and church loyalty. A church will become known by its actions;
therefore those actions need consideration for effective church attender and community
engagement (Mulyanegara, 2011). Shawchuck, Kotler, Wrenn and Rath (1992) help to
frame an understanding of marketing and how it applies in a church context with:
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Metaphorically, a lack of understanding as to the true nature of marketing can be
linked to the individual who has seen a hammer being used only as a tool of
destruction and who, upon being handed a hammer when asking for a tool to use
in construction, wonders if the other person has taken leave of his senses. In the
same way, if marketing has been perceived as only deceptive advertising by
dishonest salespersons and as efforts to manipulate demand (tool of destruction),
it will be dismissed by individuals or religious institutions when faced with
problems that it might help them solve (pp. 57).

The methods in which churches appeal to a target market must not only consider
traditional methods such as direct mail and phone books. To reach and retain members,
they must utilize modern methods of engagement. This would include web sites, email,
social media, webcasts and in service projectors/TVs (Webb 2012).
Angheluţă, Strâmbu-Dima and Zaharia (2009), describe the product of religion.
This product would be, “the product offered by the organization” (p.187). The product of
the church is something that is not changed, because doing so would have a great effect
on the personality and purpose of religion. This means that churches do not change what
they offer. The product does not change due to marketing. It is argued that the product is
“the fundamental religious teachings” (p.186). This would be what gives the religion a
personality and differentiates it from other products. As Angheluţă et.al (2009) describe,
the practiced product of religion would be an impact on someone’s personal principles,
beliefs, life vision and personal behavior. These would be changed if the marketing were
successful.
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In looking at the research from church marketing and prayer as a coping
mechanism, this study considers them as potential causes for the increase in prayer shown
at this church during the year (January 2015-Janurary 2016) considered. The literature
points to the impact that can be made from these two areas. While different in
perspectives of influence, they still show the capacity to have an impact on human
behavior. The usefulness of marketing has been proven to have an influence on the
behavior of individuals. At the same time coping with difficult life situations with prayer
have been shown to be useful. These are two different angles to approach behavioral
change. The reason for using prayer as a coping mechanism would be to reduce the
feelings of pain. The other perspective is that of marketing, where increasing positive
behavior would be the goal. If a connection to behavior change can be made to prayer as
a coping mechanism or marketing practice then it could be suggested that one of these
would be a potential cause. This would further research in personal spiritual practice and
church leadership behavior.
Method
This study utilizes quantitative data to conceptualize potential reasons for a
change in prayer frequency at one church. The data from two surveys that were
conducted one year apart is analyzed to determine if there were significant changes in
self- reported behavior. The purpose of the church conducting this research was to better
inform leadership of the spiritual state of the individuals in the congregation. From this
data, changes were to be made to gain improvement in the spiritual health of the church.
This study considers that research to conceptualize what changes in behavior might be
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attributed to. This study also addresses the church’s relationship within the community
and factors that could have impacted internal individual behavior.
Population
The church being studied is a non-denominational church in the Midwest with
over an 80-year history. During this time, the church has started several other non-profit
organizations that now function independently from the church. Some of which is a world
mission organization that has sent thousands of individuals overseas on mission trips, a
550-student pre-kindergarten through 8th grade Christian school that is housed on the
church campus and a community outreach center in the center of the city, that serves
thousands of people in need each week. The vision of the church is “Connecting people
to God and one another: here, across the street and around the world”. The mission is to
“help people discover Christ, connect them to His Church, and grow them into maturity
as life-long followers of Christ” which works to carry out the vision (Bethel Church,
2016).
The church has a staff of four pastors and a board of 14 elders. This is the main
decision making body of the church. The staff consists of 26 with pastors, administrators
and facilities workers. The church holds two worship services on Sunday, small groups
and midweek (Wednesday night classes) offerings as well. The Sunday services have an
average of about 900 attenders with contemporary worship and teaching.
In the last 6 years, the church has had several major issues that have led to
leadership changes. In 2010, one of the pastors left the church and started another church
in the same city with about 500 members. In 2012, the senior pastor of 30 years decided
to step down to an associate pastor position and allow a new pastor to take the lead. The
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former pastor stayed on staff for about one year but was unable to stay due to conflict
issues in his new position on staff as an associate pastor. This ended with a public
announcement. The news media was involved, and several members with he and some
family members left to start another church in the same city. In 2016 the newly elected
senior pastor resigned due to a moral failure. At this time, the worship pastor left as well.
The family pastor of 43 years was voted to be the new senior pastor in January of 2016.
While church changes may not be uncommon, the amount of change in this
church impacts this study. The major changes in this church can impact the study’s
generalizability for other churches.
Data Collection
An existing data set from the church being researched was used for this study
(Bethel Church, 2016). Permission was given by the church to use the data for the
purpose of research (see Appendix). The goal of the study was to gain information on the
personal spiritual practices of those surveyed within the local church congregation. By
using this data as the source, it was hoped to be able to identify the impact of the methods
implemented by the church and the impact of internal trauma to increase the frequency of
personal spiritual practice.
Two cross-sectional surveys were conducted, January of 2015 and January of
2016, with those who responded to a church wide marketing strategy to attain responses.
Since the responders were anonymous, the internal validity could not be as strong as it
would be for a longitudinal study with the same responders. Alternately, from one point
of view, it would not be recommended to conduct a longitudinal study due to socialdesirability bias. This phenomenon occurs when individuals respond to answers as what
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they think they should, instead of what is true to them. The social pressure to appear as
one who prays often may lead to less accurate results. This might be increased with the
personal nature of the content, spirituality, and the relationship congregants have with
pastoral leadership.
Two versions of the spiritual life survey (see Appendix) were administered one
year apart to assess growth in several key areas of personal practice. The church, with an
average attendance of about 900 per week, was invited to participate in a spiritual life
survey. This was for two weeks at the beginning of 2015. It was not the same 900
individuals each of the two weeks due to a rotating group of attenders. The survey took
approximately 45 minutes to complete and includes questions on a wide range of church
and personal questions. During this time, about 2,500 church attenders were emailed a
link to complete the survey. These 2,500 church attenders would be individuals who
consider themselves part of the church and have opted in to church communication. For
three Sundays a computer lab was also open and staffed for the survey to be
administered. Internet links were handed to attenders for them to complete the survey on
their own. Church leaders were also encouraged to create opportunities with those they
lead to take the survey, in small groups or other environments such as homes. During this
first of wave of surveys, a total of 314 were completed.
In January of 2016, several keys areas of the previous study were surveyed to
assess the current state of personal spiritual practices. This different 11-question survey
(see Appendix) was similar in administration but possibly due to the much shorter length
of the survey, completion and delivery was much simpler. The 11 questions were
identical in wording to the previous survey for the purpose of consistency of results.
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Church attenders were able to complete this survey on mobile phones in about one
minute. Volunteers were also stationed in church lobbies with tablet devices to have those
in attendance complete surveys before or after attending church services. Leaders of
groups and other ministries were also given links to the survey and were encouraged to
email and text attenders to encourage them to complete the survey. At the end of this
time, a total of 389 surveys were completed.
When deducing potential reasons for the change in prayer frequency from this
data, it is important to consider the population of the church that was most likely to
complete the survey. This was an anonymous survey, and therefore it is not known for
certain who took the surveys but some assumptions could be made about the population.
Church attendance is not every week for the average church attender (Bethel Church,
2106). This would mean that if the survey was open for two weeks, it is likely that not all
church attenders would have been aware of the survey and would not have the
opportunity to complete both of these surveys.
It is also a consideration that the population of the church changes from one year
to another. This would mean that not all of the individuals who took the survey in 2015
would be attending the church in 2016 and therefore would not be available to take the
survey during the second wave. The group of individuals who would respond to a
spiritual life survey is also under consideration. The amount of organizational
commitment among these individuals is higher than that of the average church attender.
This would mean that church attenders and members who are in leadership, small groups,
classes, service projects and regular volunteers would be the most likely portion of the
church population that would take a survey that addressed spiritual practices. With this,
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the amount that an individual would care about the marketing and difficult events of the
church would be higher. This would imply that the significant reported difference in
practice from this group might be different than if every member and attender would have
taken the survey. The amount of organizational commitment from this group would likely
have an impact of the survey results.
Both surveys, 2015 and 2016, were emailed to all regular attenders and members.
Members are those who have attended the official membership class which puts them on
the membership roster. Not all regular attenders are members and not all members are
regular attenders. This would be people who are considered “active” by the church’s
standards. While the church does not have an exact formula for declaring an individual or
family as “inactive”, there are some guidelines. If an individual or family gives notice
that they will no longer attend the church, or if there has been no recorded activity for 6
months then they would be considered “inactive” within the church database.
The church took action after the first survey to help improve the prayer behavior
of the church attenders and members. This was done as it applied to the strategic plan of
the church to improve personal spiritual practices. Four focus groups with approximately
10-15 people in each were conducted to gain insight into the target areas. These groups
comprised both male and females representing various ages (16 to over 70) in the church.
From these groups, changes were suggested and several strategies were developed and
implemented.
Since prayer was one of the highest reported areas of need, the church chose to
focus on this area during 2015. At the beginning of 2015, the church started a daily email
sent to the same list of 2,500 individuals who received the survey with a Biblical teaching
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that also included a prayer to be prayed by the individual. This was done to increase the
focus of prayer and give the individual resources to increase likelihood of the behavior.
In the lobby of the church, a station was set up for people to submit prayer requests.
There were cards where individuals could write a prayer and put it in a box with the
understanding that pastors and leaders would pray for the request. This was explained
during the worship service time to increases usage. It was also promoted two times in the
church bulletin that is handed to attenders as they enter the building. The first week
resulted in upward of 100 cards with prayer requests. In later months in the year, the
average week was less than 10.
The small groups of the church, which are gatherings of about 10 individuals who
meet outside of regular worship services for the purpose of community, Bible study and
prayer, were also given books that corresponded with the teaching from the services. The
content of these books was to be discussed during these groups and a written prayer was
included with the content.
Several times in the year, prayer gatherings were held. These were times outside
of the regular Sunday service time where church members and attenders gathered at the
church to prayer for various topics. One of these times was shortly after the
announcement of the moral failure of the pastor. This time was focused on giving
clarification for next steps of the church and to pray for God to give, comfort, healing and
direction to the church. This meeting had approximately 400 in attendance (Bethel
Church, 2016).
After the 2016 results were collected, the questions were compared. To analyze
the ratings for the two variables under investigation, respondent ratings were converted to
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numeric values. Conversions of ratings in this manner provided a means to calculate
statistics, with the higher values indicating more frequency.
Ratings were converted using this scale:
1- Never
2- A Few Time A Year
3- Approximately Monthly
4- Several Times A Week
5- Daily
An independent T test was then conducted on the results of the question that
pertained to the frequency of prayer. For the purpose of this study, one question was
analyzed. The question pertained to prayer frequency.
Results
The data from the church was reviewed to help answer the question “what factors
have an impact on the prayer frequency of individuals within a church congregation?”
The data from the church was first analyzed to determine if a significant change in prayer
frequency occurred. Then, other factors like attendance and financial giving are
considered. Below are the results of a comparison in prayer frequency from year 2015 to
year 2016. This represents one question from the survey that was answered by individuals
from each year. The data from the church was released, and this analysis was done to
investigate changes in self-reported individual behavior.
For the variable “Frequency of Prayer”, the analysis revealed significant
differences between the two years, t (626) = -5.93; p < 0.0001. Table 1 reports the N,
means, and standard deviation for each year.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Frequency of Prayer
Year

N

Mean

Std. Dev

2015

314

4.0032

0.9871

2016

388

4.4227

0.8607

This table indicates that based on individual responses, there was a significant
increase in prayer frequency. On the scale from 1, “never” to 5, “daily”, more individuals
were reporting higher numbers. This indicates that individuals were praying more often
in January of 2016 than individuals were in January of 2015.
To address other potential influences on prayer frequency within the surveyed
population, several areas are considered. Other internal factors might be the attendance
and financial giving of the congregation. To consider what changes accrued and the
impact these might have had, average weekly attendance and financial giving can be
compared over the years 2012-2015 (Chart 1-Attendence & Chart 2- Financial Giving).
Major changes in attendance and financial giving can be an indication of major declines
within an organization. Instability in attendance and financial giving can be the cause or
result of many factors within a congregation. To rule out a major cause of a need to cope
with crisis as it pertains to one or both of these topics the following data is reviewed.
In considering the impact of attendance (Table 2) on the church over the four
years shown, it can be seen that there has been a decline in weekly attendance. This is not
a large difference in the number people who attend the church in comparing the years
shown but is worth noting to consider balances in congregational and organizational
behavior.
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Table 2
Average weekly church attendance
Year

Attendance

2012

1133

2013

1098

2014

942

2015

914

(Data provided by Bethel Church)
During the four years considered, there was a steady increase in financial giving
from the congregation (see Table 3). This would indicate fewer people were giving more
in year 2015 than in the year 2012. This would also point to a greater level of
organizational commitment within the congregation in meaning that the average
contribution per individual has increased.
Table 3
Average weekly financial giving
Year

Average amount per week

2012

$ 29,477.03

2013

$ 30,044.79

2014

$ 31,783.90

2015

$ 32,636.68

(Data provided by Bethel Church)
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Discussion
This study asked the question, “What factors have an impact on the prayer
frequency of individuals within a church congregation?” It has been the goal of this study
to conceptualize the potential cause or causes for a significant change in prayer frequency
at the church being considered. It is not the intention of this study to propose that the
moral failure of the lead pastor and/or the marketing of the church on the topic of prayer
are the direct cause of the increase in prayer frequency at the church. No organization
exists within an isolated environment where outside factors can be excluded from
consideration when changes are analyzed. From the body of research on individual’s
praying as a mode of coping with difficult situations (Bearon & Koenig, 1990; Hank &
Schaan, 2008; ap Siôn, & Nash, P. 2013; Tait, Currier & Harris, 2016) and the research
that suggests a positive impact of marketing within the church (Abreu, 2006; Santos &
Mathews, 2001; Sargeant, 2005), it is the conceptual goal to suggest a possible influence
of these factors on prayer frequency during the year 2015 at this church.
The two areas of marketing prayer and the use of prayer as a coping mechanism,
are suggested to be the major areas of change within the church that could influence a
behavior change. The church marketed prayer more during this time as an attempt to
increase how much individuals pray. Since this tied to church wide strategy of helping
individuals grow in this area, a significant amount of emphasis was given to the topic.
This stood out as a change in church leadership’s behavior and inspired the investigation
of effectiveness.
The impact of a moral failure can be significant. The effects can be long standing
and impact future behavior. This is heightened when the events are tied to many
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individuals. For the 2,500 people who consider this to be their church, it can impact their
faith. It can test their faith in leadership, humanity, themselves and God. Situations like a
moral failure in church bring many questions about life and the effectiveness of having a
faith at all. When something tragic happens in a place that represents God and with
leadership that is intended to represent God, people naturally question God. It is not
uncommon for people to ask “Why God?” The results of questioning God can be a
deeper faith, or leaving the faith all together. This church continues to experience effects
from the moral failure and some individuals who left the church during the crisis have not
returned.
Both marketing and praying to cope can be suggested as reasons for the behavior
change but they are very different reasons. Marketing would be considered an action that
is trying to increase a perceived benefit for the church attenders. The church has a direct
connection to what is implemented in marketing. Alternatively, praying to cope is a very
different reason for the increase in prayer frequency. Individuals would be praying in an
attempt to reduce negative feelings due to the trauma of a moral failure. Church
leadership did not choose for the moral failure to transpire and therefore did not have a
connection to the potential cause for the increase.
Limitations
There are limitations to getting a direct cause for the increase in prayer frequency
at the church being considered. The information is not available to be able to determine
the cause of the change in behavior. To definitively connect something to this increase
would be difficult for several reasons. The nature of human behavior is problematic to
predict and understand, and when the topic of religion is added, the concrete cause and
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effect are a challenge. Self-reported behavior change by its nature is a snapshot in time,
and many factors could come into play when understanding why an individual answers a
question about himself or herself a certain way.
Other limitations in this study would include the lack of data to give self-reported
reasoning for the increase in prayer frequency and the need to have longitudinal data on
individuals. Interviews could be conducted with individuals who reported an increase in
prayer to further identify reasons and questions for further research. The strength of the
finding as showing an increase would be improved with the ability to track individuals to
determine changes in personal spiritual practice.
Factors outside of the church, as a community and an organization, should also be
considered for potential impact on prayer frequency. During the year 2015, there were
too many other variables, individual and global, to cover within this study, or in any for
that matter, as they might have an impact on individual prayer behavior. Also, individuals
might not be aware of the factors that influence a desire to pray. To be able to identify all
of them would not be possible. With that, in looking at the community in which the
church is located, no citywide events that would be considered broad and major crisis are
noted. In looking at prayer as a coping mechanism, and considering the lack of major
broad crisis, it would not be a strong potential factor for the increase. Further research
could be conducted on the topic of societal events having an impact on personal spiritual
practice to gain more insight on this angle of explanation. In looking at the other factors
within the country as a whole, we can see a significant change in the stock market during
September of 2015 that had a financial impact on many people within the country. With
changes in the population’s finances, it is reasonable to consider that some might be
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drawn to prayer to cope with a financial loss. Financial issues can lead to depression and
distress, as shown by the research on prayer as a coping mechanism. It cannot be said if
this would have had an impact on the prayer frequency of those surveyed for this study.
Further research could be conducted on religious practice as it relates to financial crisis.
In light of the changes at the church over the year surveyed, it could be suggested
that crises, of all kinds, were a cause of the increase in prayer. From the research by
Baker (2008) which suggests prayer as a coping mechanism, the increase in
circumstances which one would experience an increased need to cope, could increase
prayer. The impact of crisis on a group such as a church can be great. From the
sociological perspective, prayer as a coping mechanism (Baker, 2008) would give an
explanation to the significant increase in prayer among the church attenders. If the
attenders of this church perceived a divine intervention as needed to cope with the
changes, this desperate state would suggest a draw towards prayer.
The increase in importance shown by the leadership of the church to give
materials and tools to increase prayer during this time could also be an explanation of the
increase. The link between marketing strategy and behavior change can be difficult to
directly identify. This is due to a lack of data gathered from surveyed individuals if they
used those items and if they contributed to the change in behavior.
When an organization shows value in a topic, it is common for the members of
that group to adopt such behaviors and beliefs. As the church discussed the importance of
prayer and encouraged individuals to do so on a more frequent basis, it is reasonable to
suggest a connection to the behavior change observed within individuals.
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Suggestions for further research
The research on church marketing has developed over the past several years, but
the impact on personal spiritual practice has not been thoroughly explored. In further
research, instruments would be more effective in identifying reasons for frequency
change by asking questions that apply to the “why” of such changes.
It might be beneficial to ask fewer types of questions and go to a greater depth
into one topic. If this were the case for asking questions about prayer, then asking “Why
do you pray?”, “When do you pray?” and “Do you pray more or less than you did one
year ago, and if so, why?”, would give more direct information. Asking reasons for
change would enable leaders of churches to create strategies that are targeted in helping
individuals to make personal change in practice. The shorter survey would also help in
getting more responders, as supported by the increase from year 2015 to 2016 in this
study. Helping survey participants to see the connection between their contribution and
changes in church behavior would support organizational commitment and in turn data
gathering.
Conclusion
It has been the goal of the study to conceptualize the potential cause or causes for
a significant change in prayer frequency at the church being considered. Understanding
what makes an impact on this behavior will assist in behavioral and religious research
and practice. With a topic as important as religion in today’s culture, it is important to
continue research on the how and why of individuals’ behavior. With a decrease in
church attendance (Bethel Church), the ways that individuals live out their faith must go
beyond church attendance and pertain to the behaviors of a spiritual person outside of the
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walls of the church. If methods of understanding and encouraging personal spiritual
practice are developed, then religious leaders can have more than attendance and
financial giving to gauge spiritual health. Continued research in this area would serve the
fields of marketing, religion and the behavioral sciences. Let’s go beyond money and
numbers and focus on the content of the individual’s personal relationship with God.
There is more that can be done to examine one’s spiritual life beyond the surface. The
true goal of churches and their leaders is not merely attendance, but facilitating
transformation. The spiritual practices of an individual’s life are what bring that
transformation. To understand how to bring depth and frequency to those practices is how
churches and their leaders can best serve those whom they lead.
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APPENDIX: SPIRITUAL LIFE SURVEY
1. Overall, how satisfied are you with your spiritual growth?
o Extremely satisfied
o Very satisfied
o Satisfied
o Somewhat satisfied
o Somewhat dissatisfied
o Dissatisfied
2. Overall, how satisfied are you with your church’s role in helping you grow
spiritually?
o Extremely satisfied
o Very satisfied
o Satisfied
o Somewhat satisfied
o Somewhat dissatisfied
o Dissatisfied
3. How often do you engage in Bible Reading?
o Daily
o Several times a week
o Approximately monthly
o A few times a year
o Never
4. How often do you engage in Morning and/or Evening Prayer?
o Daily
o Several times a week
o Approximately monthly
o A few times a year
o Never
5. Over the past year, on average, how often did you attend the main adult
weekend service?
o 3-4 times a month
o 1-2 times a month
o Once every 2-3 months
o Once or twice a year
o I recently began attending.
6. Over the past year, on average, how often did you attend the additional
teaching/worship service (typically mid-week)?
o 3-4 times a month
o 1-2 times a month
o Once every 2-3 months
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o Once or twice a year
o I recently began attending.
7. How often do you meet with a small group through your church (home
group, life group, or cell group)?
o Once a week
o 1-2 times a month
o Every few months
o Used to be, but am not now
o Never/Does not apply
8. How often do you serve in a ministry at your church?
o Once a week
o 1-2 times a month
o Every few months
o Used to be, but am not now
o Never/Does not apply
9. During the past year, how many non-Christians did you engage in spiritual
conversations? (Include conversations about spiritual issues, times when
you shared your faith or shared your story, or times when you asked
questions and tried to learn about the other person’s spiritual journey.)
o 0 conversations
o 1-2 conversations
o 3-5 conversations
o 6-10 conversations
o More than 10 conversations
10. Which of the following statements best describes your current financial
contribution to your church?
o I am currently giving 10% (tithing) or beyond.
o I am working toward giving 10% (tithing).
o I give as I am able
o I do not currently give to my church.
11. What is your age?
o Age 18 and under
o Age 19-24
o Age 25-29
o Age 30-39
o Age 40-49
o Age 50-59
o Age 60-69
o Age 70 and older
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